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Abstract 
In the most advanced societies, higher life quality and an increase in leisure activities have stimulated cultural consumption and 
have thereby attracted the interest of economists in exploring issues related to the demand for the arts. In this paper we analyze 
the relationship between culture and education by providing an empirical analysis of live performing arts in Italy. We apply a 
multiple regression model on the levels of consumption in 20 Italian regions from 2000 to 2008. The findings seem to 
corroborate our hypothesis: the higher the education level, the more the habit of consuming cultural goods grows. 
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Cultural Economics is a branch of studies that has grown up within economic theory as a discipline devoted to 
study the economic features connected to the creation, production, distribution and consumption of cultural goods. 
The birth of cultural economics is conventionally dated back to the publication of the Baumol and Bowen’s research 
(1966), where a theory regarding the sector financial weakness, especially for the live performing arts sector, is 
developed.  
However, in the last few years, mainstream economics has not considered the sector as a specific one, but as a 
common sector whose functioning is quite similar to that of other consuming goods. The predominant approach is 
the classic approach, according to which the only difference between cultural sector and traditional sector is the 
unproductivity of the former. In spite of this general indifference, in recent years, this research field has been 
generating several and more relevant contributions. These contributions, today, do not consider culture as a marginal 
phenomenon but as a strategic dimension of the knowledge economy, and so cultural goods come to be at the basis 
of development processes, generating a lively debate (Crociata, 2009). Unable to define the concept of culture, 
economic analysis has pointed out the different characteristics of cultural goods, assigning them some effective 
economic implications and elaborating specific models.  
Concerning cultural consumptions and the demand for cultural goods, there is still an open debate that fueled a 
rich stream of research programmes. The present paper is meant to contribute to this debate, firstly by providing a 
theoretical framework which considers education among the demand components, and secondly by providing an 
empirical analysis directed to test our theoretical hypothesis.  
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In so doing, we recognize the complexity of this issue because of the several dimensions and variables 
influencing the levels of consumption. In addressing this issue, we first consider the normative aspects (sec.2). Then, 
we provide an empirical analysis directed to investigate if education affects people’s consumption levels and wh 
 
2. Normative aspects 
Regarding the peculiarity of cultural consumptions, Trimarchi (1993) highlights a sort of “impossible 
information” (as he defines it) that prevents consumers from a correct preventive evaluation mechanism. In that 
way, he compares cultural goods to trust goods as Scandizzo does, too (1999). This category influences directly the 
consumption decisions on these goods, that become enforced by the “reputation” that these goods blend, and by 
some experts’ certification (the critics). 
In addition, Throsby (1994), analysing the cultural consumption, interprets the tastes for the arts as a process in 
three steps: (i) present satisfaction; (ii) accumulation of knowledge; (iii) accumulation of knowledge and experience 
affecting future consumption. That means that the consuming process depends on the amount of information 
gathered by the individuals. 
The accumulation of perceptive and cognitive data gives rise to, formally, a sort of progressive learning that 
allows appreciating more and more the cultural goods nature and quality. McCain (1995) argues that this process is 
a form of learning-by-consuming that influences consumer tastes. This process, substantially, reduces the risk 
perception in consuming an immaterial good. Infact, the difficulty and the impossibility to evaluate a cultural good 
before its effective consumption (for example in the live performing arts) give rise to the so called asymmetric 
information. 
The definition of the demand and level of consumption of cultural goods is a very difficult task because of the 
peculiar nature of cultural goods. Many authors, indeed, consider the necessity of opening cultural economics to 
contaminations from other social sciences in order to understand these complex issues (Crociata, 2009). A great part 
of the cultural assets, infact, is led back to the category of experience goods (Pine and Gilmore, 2000), even if it is 
not proved that consumption necessarily produces the sedimentation of an experience. 
Connected to the experimental category, there is the consideration that the consumption of a cultural property can 
be sustained by its characteristics as a relational and well positioned good (or status good), that allows to distinguish 
who is ready to carry out this action (Bordieau, 1979), an attitude that finds a reply in those that Veblen calls 
“showy consumptions” in the theory of the wealthy class (Veblen, 1899). 
In such a social context, the consumption of cultural goods is interpreted like an expression of two different 
motivational guidelines in comparison to the others (Sacco and Zarri, 2005). “The first one corresponds to the desire 
to approach to the other in order to define a relation, to which it is associated a positive value because it is so - value 
of tie, exactly. The positional guideline, instead corresponds to the desire to earn one better position than the other 
on some scale” (Zamagni, 2005, p. 156). This particular configuration, for which the usefulness of the individual in 
consuming is reported to the amount consumed by the other individuals, raises a criticism to the reduction of the 
behaviour of the agents to the dimension of the instrumental rationality, that is to the model of the rational choice. 
By the way in econometrics literature related to cultural consumption it seems to prevail the orthodox approach 
according to which the demand function is based upon neoclassical hypothesis. In this way the conventional 
economic theory postulates demand as function of relative prices and the level of income, with given tastes. The 
famous work provided by Becker and Stigler (1977) follow this kind of approach, providing the model of “rational 
addiction” according to which the utility function does not change during the time. 
 
3. Model and results 
Conventional economic theory postulates demand as function of relative prices and the level of income, with 
given tastes (see Becker and Stigler, 1977). However, standard economic criteria cannot be applied straight to 
cultural domain because of the peculiarities of these goods and services. Well known market indicators (such as 
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price, quantity, supply, etc.) are essential to seize the economic value but not sufficient for a thorough explanation of 
the cultural world. For this reason, the demand function used in the present work includes not only quantitative 
variables, but also qualitative and socio-economic ones.  
The corresponding estimating equation can be written as: 
 
D = f(P, PS, Y, E, S, Q) 
 
where Q is the amount of live performances  demanded, P is the ticket price, PS is the price of substitutes, Y is the 
consumer income, E is the level of education, S is the supply of live performances and Q is a quality variable.  
  In order to examine how education and the other variables affect the demand for cultural activities, we estimate 
a multiple regression model with the aim of explaining the annual attendance of theatrical performances in Italy. Our 
dataset consists of a balanced panel data, which include observations for 20 Italian regions over the period 2000 - 
2009. 
3.1. Model specification 
The data are fitted using a double-log function. Expressing all variables in natural logs and including fixed effects 
(ci )2 and statistical noise term (İjt), the empirical demand model is given by Eq.1: 
 
ln Dit = ln ȕo + ci + ȕ1 ln Pit + ȕ2 ln PSit + ȕ3 ln Sit + ȕ4 ln Yit + ȕ5 ln Eit + ȕ6 ln Qit + it         (1) 
 
 
2 The parameter cj controls for unobservable characteristics of the regions that are constant over time and may impact on demand. 
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where ȕk (with k=1,…,6) are coefficients of the demand determinants which represent direct partial elasticities. 
Subscripts i and t denote the observations for the ith region in year t.  
The dependent variable Dit is the theatrical attendance per capita in each region. It consists of the number of 
tickets sold every year for drama performances, musical entertainment (opera, operetta, musicals), symphony 
concerts and ballets. Total yearly attendance is divided, following Withers (1980), by the population of the region. 
Pit is the admission price, calculated by dividing total box office revenue by the number of paying theatre visitors, 
which may be interpreted as an average price. This indicator is also divided by the regional price index (CPI) in 
2000 prices to adjust for inflation  (Ekelund and Ritenour, 1999; Toma and Meads, 2007). To account for the price 
of substitutes (PSit), we follow the literature on demand which assumes that the real ticket price for movies has a 
positive effect on the demand for theatrical entertainment (Bonato, Gagliardi and Gorelli, 1990, Krebs and 
Pommerehene, 1995). The average ticket price for cinema is calculated as the total revenue divided by the ticket 
ratio, weighted for CPI. Sit refers to the annual amount of musical and theatrical performances on a per capita basis 
and it thus reflects the way supply influences demand. The income variable (Yit) is taken to be personal disposable 
income per capita. Particular attention is devoted to the educational level (Eit), which represents a good proxy for 
the value of an individual’s human capital. In empirical investigations, education is often considered as an indicator 
of the habit of consuming artistic goods and services, since it can imply a different level of past exposure to culture 
and consequently a different full cost. So, the highest the education the lowest the information costs and lower 
information costs imply larger art consumption (Becker and Stigler, 1977). This variable is calculated as the 
percentage of population over 15 years of age holding a Ph.D or a university degree. 
Finally, a number of qualitative features are included through the variable Qit. The Italian sector of live 
performing arts is strictly dependent on government funding distributed by the Fondo Unico per lo Spettacolo 
(FUS). This funding is shared out according to qualitative requirements and, as such, can be regarded as a valuable 
proxy for the quality of theatrical productions at the regional level on a per capita basis.  
3.2. Findings 
The results of the empirical analysis are summarized in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Demand function estimates for Italian performing arts (2000-2009) 
 
Dependent variable 
Regional attendence per capita (ln Dit) 
Multiple regression model 
Constant 0.9258  (0.0969)*** 
Avarage ticket price (Pit) -0.5541  (0.0655)*** 
Avarage ticket price for cinema (PSit) 0.3502  (0.1334)** 
Number of performances (Sit) 0.0561 (0.0460) 
Income per capita (Yit) 0.2678  (0.1873)* 
Education (Eit) 0.4418  (0.0777)*** 
Funding - FUS (Qit) 0.1826 (0.0428)*** 
Fixed effects /dummies Yes 
Number of observations 180 
R2 0.9725 
 
                                            ***Significant at 0.5% level 
                                              **Significant at 1% level 
                                                *Significant at 10% level 
 
 
  The estimated demand function, shown in Table 1, provides reasonable explanatory power with a significant R-
squared value of 0.97. The demand for performing arts in Italy is negatively related to ticket prices and positively 
related to ticket price for cinema, income per capita, education and the quality variable; the number of performances 
is not significant.  
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  Price elasticity of demand is -0.55 and this estimation follows those of previous studies that generally found 
price inelasticity. Such a result indicates that it is possible, for Italian region, to increase theatre revenues by raising 
ticket price. As expected, the elasticity of ticket prices for cinema is greater than zero and significant at 1% level; 
this means that cinema might be considered a close substitute for theatre. 
The marginal effect of income on theatrical attendance is positive, but the elasticity (0.26) is far from the values 
found in other studies. These findings may be the result of several factors. First of all, higher income levels may face 
higher opportunity costs of attending a performance; then, wealth effects dominate income effects. It is more likely 
that the wealthiest people, residing in small towns, employ their income to travel to larger cities with more 
renowned theatres. Moreover, FUS fund clearly impacts on demand; its elasticity is 0.18 and this value is very 
significant. In general, the theatres benefiting from most of funding are likely to provide better quality entertainment 
services and a wider supply and so they are likely to meet the heterogenous tastes of consumers. 
  Last but not least, the level of education is the variable that mostly seems to explain the demand for performing 
arts in Italy. Both its elasticity value (0.44) and significativity level confirm our starting hypothesis: the higher the 
education level, the more the habit of consuming cultural goods grows.  
A number of additional arguments can be added to support the relationship between education and cultural 
consumption. On the one hand, high educated individuals often come from a social environment with similarly high 
educational level. As a consequence, people who grew up in this environment have a better opportunity to attend 
theatrical entertainments since they are young and, as such, they can develop a taste for the arts. On the other hand, 
we have to point out that schooling encourages cultural and artistic consumptions.  
4. Conclusions 
  In this paper, we investigated the role played by education in influencing cultural consumptions, focusing in 
particular on the performing arts. Following the neoclassical approach of Becker and Stigler, we estimated an 
improved cultural demand function thorough a multiple regression model, by adding  qualitative and socioeconomic 
variables to the quantitative ones. 
During the period 2000-2008, the performing arts attendances in Italy seem to show that changes in income per 
capita, quality of theatrical production and level of education produce a significant increase in consumption. These 
positive effects are partially offset by a moderate ticket price effect.  
  These results are useful, of course, for setting up cultural policies in Italy, where public financing is the main 
source of support for theatrical and musical entertainment. The global financial crisis and the need to reduce 
government expenditure require to address cultural policy in two directions. On the one hand, policy makers should 
continue to improve supply quality in order to increase demand and attract a larger audience. On the other hand, it is 
necessary to provide incentives to education because the higher the education level, the more the habit of consuming 
cultural goods grows. Moreover, higher cultural consumptions encourage human capital development. 
  These findings could be useful also for other countries in a context of knowledge-based economies, in which 
cultural and artistic goods are increasingly perceived as a valuable public resource, acting – under certain 
circumstances - as an engine of growth and development. 
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